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Swansea Arena: A contemporary landmark in Welsh Architecture. 
Introduction. 
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	Figure 2: Copr Bay Bridge linking to City Centre (ACME, 2023)
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	Figure 1: Exterior of Swansea Arena (Swansea Council, 2022)


The Welsh Government (2024) proposed an idea in the article ‘Brilliant Contemporary Architecture’ that Wales is more than just stone cottages and historical castles; modern architecture is giving the country’s cities, national parks, and historical sites a sleek, current, and environmentally responsible edge. This essay intends to discuss historical and cultural context, architectural design, urban integration and social impact, sustainability and innovation of Swansea Arena. The building utilises its striking design by blending contemporary aesthetics and functionality which contributes to the cultural significance as a hub for arts and community engagement while also generating a transformative impact on the city’s urban landscape. 
Swansea Arena (2024) has been labelled the “crowning jewel within the Copr Bay urban regeneration” masterplan. This prominent indoor arena is the focal point of a 1.1-acre coastal park and opened to the public in March 2022. The development is bordered by independent restaurants, housing apartments, public parking, a significant ‘gateway’ bridge which extends across Oystermouth Road and connects the city centre to Swansea’s Marina, beach and coastal path; this concludes phase 1 of the Copr Bay regenerative scheme which aims to remodel the city centre of Swansea. 
Multiple architect practices were incorporated into the design process and development of this masterplan; notably, Amron Architectural collaborated alongside Buckingham Group Contracting and AFL Architects to create the design of the arena, initially appointed by ACME architects. ACME (2022) suggested that the arena acts as “a local destination as well as a regional attractor, bringing people back to the city centre who may not have been into Swansea for years”. 
	[image: Aerial photo of Swansea highlighting areas of development]

	Figure 3: Swansea Bay vision for redevelopment, with phases 1 & 2 of Copr Bay (City and County of Swansea, 2021)


Historical and Cultural context.
	Figure 4: South Wales Railway Station in 19th-century industrial Swansea (ACME, 2022)
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As mentioned by ACME (2022) in their research, the 19th-century Swansea coal and copper revolution produced large harbour buildings, coal drops and railway goods facilities for the purpose of transporting and removing coal and copper ore. However, very little of this industrial past is left, leaving some areas in Swansea’s centre feeling neglected and lifeless. There was only one remnant of the former Coal Drops, a five-meter-tall podium that was used to drop coal into cargo boats that were waiting. Rebuilt to serve as the foundation for the new venue, the podium incorporates the old wall into the design. 
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	Figure 5: Copr Bay CGI concept of Pavilion café next to the Arena (Copr Bay Swansea, 2021)


According to Swansea Councils Copr Bay (2021), ‘the vision’ for the masterplan was to regenerate the urban space of Swansea which entails a bustling new cultural and recreational neighbourhood that is conveniently located. Copr Bay is said to be a thriving area to live for culture and leisure, as well as a key component of the ambitious city-wide regeneration. With its exemplary live performance venue and conference centre with landscaped gardens and local eateries the scheme should help the city to reach its full potential for a live/work balance.

	Figure 6: Copr Bay CGI concept of Bridge link view from Oystermouth Road (Copr Bay Swansea, 2021)
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Director at ACME Friedrich Ludewig (Copr Bay Swansea, 2021) stated “Oystermouth Road has separated the city from the bay for far too long, and the new bridge will finally reconnect the city centre with the Arena and Marina, and become a stepping stone to the beach”.
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	Figure 7: Copr Bay CGI concept of Bridge link view across the bridge (Copr Bay Swansea, 2021)



The futuristic vision for Swansea Arena is defined by the north-south axis that links the city centre with the marina and coast; while the exterior is situated to face the bay, city centre and oncoming traffic in an equal manner. All sides of the building have a flowing configuration of ‘bifurcating curves’ that make up the façade, which fluctuates in relation to the scheme’s spatial requirements (ACME, 2022).



	Figure 8: Medieval Swansea plan (ACME, 2022)
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	Figure 9: Industrial Swansea plan (ACME, 2022)
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	Figure 10: Future Vision Swansea plan (ACME, 2022)
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	Figure 11: CGI concept of Swansea Arena and Outdoor landscaping of the Coastal Park (Copr Bay Swansea, 2021)
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Architectural Design & Aesthetics, The Concept and Innovation.
From 2019 AFL Architects (2024) were commissioned to take over the design at the conclusion of RIBA Stage 3, the practice thoroughly reviewed the initial concept for the Arena. The space can accommodate 3,500 people for concerts, 2196 people for theatre performances and 788 people for conferences. In order to generate the greatest revenue, the hospitality areas were intended to be highly adaptable. 
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	Figure 12: Swansea Arena, interior ceiling façade (AFL architects, Copr Bay, 2024)


According to the architects ACME (2022), the building façade is a “softly pleated curtain”, composed of molten copper corrugated aluminium panels. In the evenings the structure comes to life with 100,000 individually programmable LEDs forming the UKs largest digital façade. The digital display circulates the music and performances occurring in the space into a visual graphic for visitors and members of the public who are passing. This aspect of the fabrication can encourage social interaction and influences the individual to explore the development as the display is such a prominent feature which can be seen from a distance. Regardless of this detail, the aesthetic of the exterior should also be considered as the building holds a distinctively unique architectural style in comparison to its adjacent infrastructure of Swansea city centre.
	[bookmark: _Hlk184980188]Figure 13: Kriskadecor metal chain feature within the interior space (Amron Architectural, 2022)
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The interior consists of three distinct concourse levels. The venues (Swansea Arena, 2024) undulating exterior and the surrounding expanse of Swansea Bay are reflected by the copper lining and roof façade which creates an inviting and airy space for the visitor. Amron Architectural (2022) designed the drapery which lines the ceiling façade, creating a conspicuous ‘Kriskadecor’ metal chain feature. The use of copper within the design aspects throughout the building offers an emphasis on the areas copper heritage and presents the past in a modernised manner.


However, the colour palette on the interiors slightly contrasts this feature as the structural elements of the space are coated in black which doesn’t contribute to this aspect of being spacious and open, the darkness of the colour could be interpreted as enclosing the space. Nevertheless, the ceiling delivers a striking and dramatic element that remains present in conversation of the interior space. It should also be considered that the material and shape of the ceiling features will most likely prove difficult to maintain in pristine condition over time, given the nature of the configuration.

	Figure 14: Swansea Arena Ceiling mesh details (ACME, 2022)
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	Figure 15: Swansea Arena, Section through Concourse area (ACME, 2022)
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	Figure 16: Swansea Arena, LED densities (ACME, 2022)
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	Figure 17: Swansea Arena, Panel types (ACME, 2022)
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	Figure 18: Swansea Arena, LED light display (ACME, 2022)




Inside the auditorium space, ACME architects (2022) referred to the use of “acoustic refraction and absorption”  materials which are offered by plaster and fixed acoustic foam, resembling a red curtain. This design choice is noticeably an accent which aspires to incorporate traditional theatre into a modern representation. Swansea Arena (2024) highlighted that the auditorium is constructed with comfort and functionality in mind as it serves as the centre piece of the experience. Within the space there is a mixture of standing and seated areas in stalls and the circle. Retractable seating can also be used for shows with a smaller capacity; or in the case of a fully seated arena, you still get the experience of being emerged in the midst of the performance.
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	Figure 19: Swansea Arena, auditorium interior (Swansea Arena, 2024)



Urban Integration and Social Impact.
The Copr Bay scheme has also allowed for a boost in jobs and Swansea’s economy. The City and County of Swansea (2021) announced that “more than 2,800 workers have helped build the Copr Bay phase one development” since the regeneration began in 2019. Over 722,000 hours have been worked by them collectively, and the statistics indicate that 77% of the employees were Welsh and once operational the arena was expected to create 467 full-time employment opportunities in Swansea. In an effort to create even more jobs for the local population, The Secret Hospitality Group, a Swansea based organisation, are now operating a restaurant and café in the Copr Bay coastal park. Along with other eateries in the project, the business will source their produce products within a 10-mile radius of Swansea; the scheme is giving back to local businesses as well as providing new jobs. Swansea Council leader, Rob Stewart (2021) at the time stated, that the core of their Copr Bay plan is to help the community by creating jobs, increasing footfall and investing for the current businesses.
	

Figure 20: ‘Our story in Numbers’ statistics (Copr Bay, 2021)
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	Figure 21: Copr Bay, CGI concept of Swansea Arena exterior (Copr Bay Swansea, 2021)


Swansea Council (2021) reflected on concerns by the public in their report ‘Shaping Swansea’ they discussed the council’s intention of engaging a private sector development partner to continue the city’s restoration and build upon the existing architecture. The term “Shaping Swansea” refers to seven council-owned locations within the heart of Swansea. There is a strive for making the city better for everyone emerged within the spaces, whether it is for living, work, studies or visiting. This was achieved by encouraging the residents to become involved and have continuous say on the schemes and propositions. The long-term project aims to take place in staggered phases over a possible 20-year period. The arrangement of the development plan means that not all elements will be delivered simultaneously. The gradual completion of the regeneration of the Swansea area can allow for current and fitting solutions to the public in the area as the world develops alongside with it; continuous feedback and opinion can be voiced, and this creates relevant surroundings for the individuals to benefit their way of life.

Sustainability.
Solarsense (2024), a distinguished ‘employee ownership trust’, have managed installations throughout Wales, including Swansea Arena. More than 200 solar panels are located in the design of the arena, which provides a portion of the energy. The organisation installs and maintains the 78kWp solar PV system mounted to the arena’s flat roof with a custom designed ballasted base frame. The use of this system ‘optimises the pitch of the solar modules to balance performance against wind loading’. According the Solarsense, their estimates provided that the solar system will produce 73,512 kWh of clean energy annually, lowering the venues carbon emissions by 20,360kg annually. 
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	Figure 22: Solar panel installation birds-eye view (Solarsense, 2024)



However, Youle (2022) a local democracy reporter, outlined the concerns raised on the environmental impact of the construction, although Swansea council claimed that measures had been implemented into the process. Ioan Richard (2022), a former Swansea councillor, questioned the authority regarding the quantity of steel and concrete utilised during its construction, as the materials have a significant carbon footprint. The council responded to enquiries from the Local Democracy Reporting Service by claiming that the primary contractor for the arena did intend to include the use of low-carbon concrete, but the materials were inaccessible due to the pandemic.


Conclusion.
Swansea Arena is a key example of the positive aspects and difficulties of modern Welsh architecture. Its innovative structure and cultural significance make it a contemporary landmark that promotes Swansea’s creative aspirations and urban renewal of the city. The sustainability and equitable impact, however, can be considered as controversial issues. Moreover, its contribution to urban regeneration shows its potential to circulate economic growth and community revitalisation through the existing and potential schemes planned for Swansea. The Arena’s lasting impression and future impact are formed by its incorporation of Welsh architectural trends which emphasises a forward-looking ethos.  
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	Figure 23: Swansea Arena within its surroundings (ACME, 2022)
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